
 

6 January 14, 2018

Opinion

W
aves of unrest are swirling over 
parts of North Africa and the 
Middle East.

Demonstrations turned 
violent in Tunisia and Sudan. 
Egypt, the Arab world’s most 
populous state, has been 

spared current disturbances but it has previously 
struggled with similar problems.

Cuts in subsidies have meant rising prices in 
Sudan, Tunisia and Egypt. Over the summer, Egypt 
raised fuel prices by 55%. Petrol prices went up in 
Tunisia at the beginning of the year. The price of 
bread doubled in Sudan after the government 
privatised grain imports.

The cost of living is also affected by taxes raised 
to offset fiscal imbalances. The Tunisian  
parliament voted for a budget at year-end that 
introduced many tax hikes. In the Gulf region, the 
population is suddenly discovering the value 
added tax (VAT).

The current upheaval, however, is part of 
predictable turbulence that comes with  
socio-economic transformation.

This is clearly the end of entitlements as we 
know them. Falling oil prices have rendered old 
habits unaffordable.

In Saudi Arabia, 11 princes were sent to prison for 
protesting against a royal decree that ordered the 
state to stop paying their water and electricity bills. 
In Algeria, the government is halting the import of 
more than 900 products, including mobile phones.

In Morocco, free education — that totemic 
symbol in many Arab societies — is giving way. 
Some higher education courses are expected to be 
fee-paying and secondary education will be 
means-tested.

Rabat’s decision points to a growing problem in 
the region. Deteriorating public services have led 
to the emergence of a two-track system. One track 
offers free but low-quality public service and the 
other, a pay-for-service track for those who can 
afford it.

Another pressure point is the region’s key 
demographic juncture, the disproportionately high 
number of 15-29 year olds in the population. That 
so-called youth bulge — when infant mortality 
percentages fall and fertility rates are high — could 
be a blessing or a curse, depending on what nations 
make of it.

Right now, it is the cause of upheaval as young 
people increasingly seek hard-to-find educational 
opportunities and jobs. As a 2015 UN study noted, 
youth unemployment rates are high — more than 
30% — in Jordan, Iraq and Saudi Arabia and their 
youth populations are expected to grow by more 
than 20% at least until 2040.

North Africa, in particular, is beset by acute 
unemployment, with the International Labour 
Organisation recently noting that only about 
one-in-three young people is economically active 
and, among those active, one-in-three is  
unemployed.

If not addressed adequately, these factors could 
combine into a perfect storm leading to yet more 
civil strife and instability.

The extremist narrative is more attractive when 
hopelessness settles in and politicians have little to 
offer in terms of vision or a credible plan of action.

A new social contract might be needed to define 
a new role for the state, one that preserves  
opportunities but does not provide entitlements 
and subsidised cost of living. A new social contract 
cannot, however, be discussed amid looting and 
rioting. Ultimately, the populations should be told 
about the true scope of the challenges ahead. A 
frank and realistic discussion of economic reforms 
is imperative.

Some politicians in the region might be tempted 
by a more expedient discourse, which would allow 
them to seek a political advantage from the unrest 
or by unfairly scapegoating the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund as reasons for 
discontent. International financial institutions 
provide advice and huge loans and are certainly 
aware of the social implications of reform.

More international solidarity might be  
warranted. Europe should be more attentive to the 
concerns of its southern neighbours, beyond its 
usual focus on the illegal immigration and  
terrorism issues. The age of foreign largesse, 
however, is over.

The current unrest reflects deep structural 
problems across the region. These cannot be 
resolved without a new vision from within. It is up 
to governments and civil society in MENA to 
provide an alternative vision that excludes no one.

There must be a shared commitment to peace 
and stability. Surely now, after the largest protests 
since 2009, Iran, in particular, must look anew at 
its costly adventurism abroad. The billions spent 
on wars by proxy could only come to haunt  
them — and they did.

Arab countries must see the need to cooperate  
to deal with common challenges. The World Bank 
rightfully notes the Arab region is the  
least integrated in the world. This can and  
should change.
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Changes in Saudi Arabia 
and Iran have different 
dynamics

I 

t is quite a paradox that in 
Saudi Arabia 11 princes were 
arrested for allegedly protest-
ing certain measures against 
them while in Iran thousands 
upon thousands were engaged 

in controversial protests against the 
regime and its disastrous policies.

In Saudi Arabia, what was known 
as the “Renaissance” during the 
previous century has imposed on 
society certain social and behav-
ioural norms. The Saudis observed 
these rules scrupulously, to the 
point that it was thought that those 
behaviours were part and parcel of 
their nature. An entire generation 
was accustomed to leading a dual 
life: very conservative on the inside 
but accepting of a modernist mode 
of living on the outside.

It is true that the conservative 
values of the “Renaissance” have 
overwhelmed daily life in Saudi 
Arabia but it is also true that those 
values wouldn’t have withstood the 
onslaught of modernism were it not 
for the authorities’ constant 
propping up and protection.

In Iran, the “revolution” para-
digm was imposed on all of society. 
Revolutionary ideology every-
where is always wary of counter-
revolution, real or imagined. The 
revolution of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran is no exception to this 
dogma. Periodical public execu-
tions of a few mischief makers 
serve to keep things in check and 
the dedicated Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC) is there to 
preserve Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini’s political doctrines.

Whether in Riyadh or in Tehran, 
the regimes have erected impen-
etrable dogmatic bulwarks against 
each other. Whenever their mutual 
animosity fever reaches a peak, the 
regimes resort to a new religious 
“Renaissance” as a vaccine against 
the rival dogma.

For the mullahs’ regime, survival 
requires strengthening the Shia 
dogma and spreading it. For the 
Saudi regime survival requires 
stepping outside the dogmatic box 
of the Saudi religious “Renais-
sance” and venturing into new 
civilisational grounds.

During the past few decades, it 
has become clear that a conscious 

political choice, rather than the 
pretence that the society at large 
was not ready for modernity, was 
behind the decision to keep Saudi 
society bottled up and stagnant. It 
was a win-win situation for the 
religious establishment and the 
political regime.

“Renaissance” pundits were 
happy to keep people dependent 
on what those pundits see as strict 
observance of religious edicts and 
traditions and the regime was 
happy to keep postponing the natu-
ral changes in governance, which 
are dictated by modernity and the 
country’s reality.

The political changes going on in 
Saudi Arabia were long overdue 
and express the regime’s belated 
understanding that it is the 
responsibility of the country’s 
rulers to reposition the kingdom on 
the path of evolution and do away 
with the artificial exceptionalism 
that has been holding it back.

In Iran, the artificiality in govern-
ance has been in place since the 
religious establishment seized 
power. The republic’s so-called 
enlightened elite started engineer-
ing society’s future 
according to their vision 
rather than reality.

It cannot get more 
artificial than when 
Iran’s mullahs start 
shaping to their taste 
the culture of a 
historically multicul-
tural society with a 
tremendously rich 
heritage of diversity 
and pluralism. Their 
approach is reminiscent 
of communist prac-
tices in the former 
Soviet Union, 
where only one 
vision and one 
societal model 
were valid. Iran’s 
mullahs did not 
hesitate to 
reinterpret 
ancient religious 
texts in ways that 
suited them and 
allowed them to 
stay in power.

Riyadh’s rulers 

have decided to jump with their 
country from one epoch to 
another. It was going to be a 
painful rebirth for Saudi society 
and it is too soon to start evaluat-
ing it. Many gangrenous zones in 
the social tissue will have to be 
removed with a steady hand and all 
that can be done is watch the 
metamorphosis with astonish-
ment.

Pursuing modernity in Saudi 
Arabia does not spare the royal and 
other privileged classes. When 
some princes protest, we know that 
the approach is sound. The jolt to 
Saudi society singled out a class of 
people who usually see themselves 
as above the rest. That same jolt is 
telling the rest to shrug off their old 
convictions of the legitimacy of 
this exceptional class.

New economic realities are 
prevailing in Saudi Arabia. Saudi 
citizens are waking up to the fact 
that the welfare state is gone and 
that they must accept to live like 
other citizens around the world. 
They are internalising new 
concepts and terms such as taxes, 
purchasing power, cost of living, 
payment for basic services, 
nationalising jobs and being 

responsible for their own 
security.

The Iranian regime, on 
the other hand, is trying 
to buy time so it contin-
ues to maintain its grip 
on the country and its 
wealth. By contrast, Iran’s 
citizens want to put a 
stop to the time of 
Khomeini, Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, the IRGC, 

conservatives and moderates, etc. 
They want to shake off the rusting 
shackles of 40 years of an ageing 
revolution.

However, if Saudi Arabia’s 
rebirth is progressing without 
major damage, Iran’s rebirth is 

bound to be long, painful and 
dramatic.

A puzzled world is watch-
ing the unprecedented 
changes in Saudi Arabia 
and Iran. The world’s big 
players have nothing to 
do with these changes. 
They are local products.
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Pursuing modernity in Saudi Arabia does not spare 
the royal and other privileged classes.

Strengthening dogma. A woman holds 
a poster with pictures of Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R) and 
founder of the Islamic Republic Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini in Tehran.        (Reuters)

If Saudi 
Arabia’s 
rebirth is 
progressing 
without 
major 
damage, 
Iran’s rebirth 
is bound 
to be long, 
painful and 
dramatic.
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